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For my parents 


What if they all attach to this one point? 


At the train station, the phone booths are made 
Of stone. Their calls go in the ground. 

Where everyone is 

Going to, coming from, flips up 


On black cards over 


Their heads. From over their heads, a jet’s climb 
Overpowers a 

Woman who’s talking at the next 

Table. When will she 


Turn around, and rejoin her voice? 


Though there’s no sun, the tall windows fill with 
Opaque brightness off the buildings 

Across the street. What 

Gray wants to tell his wife about 


He can’t, like at a 


Staff meeting where everyone’s consciously silent: 


Everyone holds their breath; no one laughs, talks, repents. 
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“What should I wear today,” wonders Gray, “to- 
Day or the next day? All the rain 

Up there has fallen, 

The street’s dry—whatever wet leaves 


Are left clutch the drain. 


My sleeves are a little too long or not 
Long enough. Between 

My self and my heart’s workings, there 
Aren't enough layers: 


I am bare, and not bare enough. 


Whenever I decide to try and walk 
I feel my feelings gathering. 

I walk. I do. I 

Break up each day with a larger 


Amount of lunch. A 


Train arrives. Everyone keeps eating. All the birds 


Out there are dying. Rescue me—destroy these words.” 
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“The only plates we eat off are ours,” Gray 
Realizes. “We type with our arms’ 

Thin ends, to our chests 

Hold our books—what could they tell us? 


There are four months left 


This year, and after that, twelve more, et. cet.; 
Each with its mottled 

Moon like a purplish thumbprint on 

A throat, never seen 


Before. And the night throws out its 


Voices into our ears and we have to 
Listen, and not be crazy—but 

Not just not be crazed 

But be, be—And still not think it 


Or mention it, not 


Even the fact of its existence, its being 


That inside her is gradually hardening.” 


No one must say anything, not a word. 
A woman’s heels are clacking on 

Tiles in the subway 

And Gray has to listen to them 


And not be crazy. 


Up above, the ocean’s one more blue-gray 
Block, glimpsed between tall 

Buildings. In the distance, the things 

He thinks he knows where 


They are, have slipped beneath treetops. 


Even though everyone’s already heard 
What Gray’s wife fears most, a tumor 
That’s grown hair and teeth 

And wants to become human but 


Won't, ever—no one 


Must talk about its vague, cloudy swirl on the screen. 


Instead: sit, chat, wait for air to begin moving. 


On the subway, before the doors open, 
Gray thinks: even though everyone 
Already knows, there 

Are only ten seconds before 


The doors shut again. 


Ten seconds in which to close his book, snap 
His briefcase, and pull 

Himself to the opening—he 

Can feel the seconds 


Circling nearer, afraid they won't 


Be enough; only ten seconds before 
What he thinks will happen, does. What 
Then? When the station 

Arrives and keeps going, what at 


The back of his mind, 


What terrible things, could really take place, be joined? 


Also, what if they all attach to this one point? 


vi 


The night after she couldn't sleep all night 
Gray woke up at five unable 

Himself to go back 

Under, seeing a soft gray light 


On her upturned face 


As if he'd unknowingly had someone 
Lying dead a while 

Next to him. But today no one 
Remembers this. On 


The roof of a station wagon 


Someone’s belongings lie wrapped under black 
Plastic. A flag hangs from its pole. 

At the next table 

A newspaper’s pages are turned 


One at a time like 


Dry leaves: on the other side of the world, the eight 


Men behind the failed coup apologize, too late. 
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Past the plate-glass, passersby drift unend- 
Ingly, each convinced of what they 

Bend their vision to: 

The next meeting, phone call, errand. 


At the next table 


Eating is accomplished with one or two 
Hands, as always, con- 

Junction of teeth, lips, tongue; while their 
Thoughts, eyes, go elsewhere. 


Watching, Gray wonders what it means: 


What’s it matter, as two or three seconds 
Of each car slip past, if one feels 

That a former death 

Is waiting nearby, just around 


The corner, like a 


Smudge of black inside the pale flare of an eclipse? 


As if leaves all shredded from their tree limbs at once. 


Vill 


Whenever the phone rings, Gray’s wife says, “It’s 
For you—pick it up.” Too early 

In the morning, bills. 

In the middle of the night, bad 


News from some past life. 


Afternoons, when Gray’s not there: him. “Pick it 
Up, pick it up,” he 

Cries out into the answering 

Machine. “Pick it up, 

It's me. Put down your heavy black 


Package, the eclipse is done, the children 
Have all been found, the doctors were 
Wrong all along. All 

Along,” he shouts in the phone, “I 

Knew they were lying.” 


Gray hears his voice slipping through the wire out of sight. 


Later: why’s the moon seem so close and blue tonight? 


At night in the bank parking lot, past where 
The downstairs dog cries and drags its 
Chain back and forth on 

The cement, cops pull their cruisers 


Neat to each other 


lo talk. The police radios’ crackling 

Rises tu the top 

Floor, where Gray aud his wife lie drenched. 
One summer they took 


A terry to the Vineyard. They 


Watched the mainland slowly vanish into 
Haze, uutil only the furthest 

House on the point was 

Left. Where they live now: five blocks for 


The mail, two to eat. 


Food comes home on a pillow of foil. Gray walks twelve 


Blocks to sit in the dark at work, reread, delve in. 
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On their porch there is one of everything. 
One car goes past. A woman looks 

In the bottom of 

Her purse, stopping before each house 


To check its number. 


Across the street, a plastic grocery bag 
Suspends on a wrist 

As a key’s felt for. The last sun 

Hits just the very 


Tip of the roof of the house next 


Door. The rest slides into shadow. A phone 
Rings out into the air. And on 

The porch itself: one 

Book, one body, one pair of eyes 


Behind round glass discs 


That let it all in. (Deeper, he can hear a set 


Of torments like a far bell; a plane’s raw ascent.) 
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Xl 


At dusk a yellow window lamp comes on. 
A man’s sadness rings out into 

The air from his tan 

Briefcase. A train comes. It comes, its 


Headlight burning through 


Muddy daylight till: it’s here. No matter 
If Gray, waiting, has 

Turned his back, and thrust his black iron 
Chair to the table’s 


Far side, or if the last half page 


Of his chapter’s unread, or the final 
Lump of his roll sits uneaten 

On top of its crushed 

Paper bag. It’s here. Name, time, place 


Flip over on black 


While others cross legs, wipe mouths, bend their newspaper 


Closer, touch glasses to ensure their face is there. 
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X11 


Somewhere a train backs gently to its dock. 
Somewhere a ferry blows a faint 

Whistle while the same 

Sameness of wide green water goes 


In, out all day. Gray 


Tells his wife he loves her no matter what 
To make it true, make 

It stick—the way an ear’s whispered 
Blessing may, or a 


Slightly out-turned hip that, turning, 


Suddenly brings back other hips, arms, long 
Gesturings. No matter what. No 

Matter what. For a 

Screen door to fly wide open, green 


Light pour in, they wait, 


Waiting. Two years ago, their friends hammered their car 


And shouted up: “Come on, come down, they've closed the bar!” 


II 


The day starts with a small table 


xiii 


“So what’s the answer if in the middle 
Of the sidewalk, sickness grabs her 
Every three feet when 

She tries to walk? She stops, steadies 


Herself on a sign. 


And: how long does the skin’s interior 
Stay intact? If light 

Falls backward or forward it’s no 
Different, is it? She 


Can’t spend thirty-eight years waiting 


For a shadow to walk in and somehow 
Change everything.” Last night he watched 
The ceiling rotate 

To day, while she lay covered 

In front of TV. 


To him, his pain is real as hers, as the heavy 


Bags of sorrow and dirt they lug to the laundry. 
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X1V 


Always Gray’s eyes closed even when open, 
Ears full of voices that drift, get 

Larger; files for hands 

To hold onto. But then, below 


His skin, the real pain: 


Unanticipated, undiagnosed, 
Official lasting 

Permanent pain for him to take 
Home. That’s more real since 


He can’t tell anyone. He’s left 


With a bus to follow and whatever 
Of hers won't ghost in x-rays, that 
Can't be probed and cut. 
Eventually, it will kill Gray 


Too, a bystander: 


“IT stood on a train once and the train moved, and I 


Moved with it. It was dark. I had a vision: why?” 
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The day starts with a small table and two 
White candles. In the table’s dull 

Polish, long even 

Knife-marks. Outside the window, leaves 


Folding their greenness. 


They aim themselves dowu. The shadow between 
Gray’s house and the next 

Deepeus. The windows so close they 

Spend their lives spying 


On each other: How will things end? 


In the other house, those rooms, who can sit 
Aud read more surrowfully than 

Gray? Whose wife pulls down 

Every blind and shade to make it 


Airtight, lightless? Gray 


Leaves his wite to go dowustairs, while behind the closed 


Windows, like a luver’s squeezed-shut eyes, who else gues? 


Soon she will swallow tears like hourly 
Medicine, dreams Gray, and not gag 
Or spit, but bring them 

Into her pillow’s depths at night 


To adhere their salt 


Precipitate to her spine, just under 
Her heart—a nodule 

At the very center of things 

That can’t be thrown up. 


And the questions sitting in line 


Behind green velvet, steely no’s and fierce 
Accusations between water 

Sips, all amplify 

Out to long hallways with marble 
Columns of dried blood: 


The soul’s secret microphone, stuck on, feeds back 


Betrayal, counter-betrayal, a sneak attack. 
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Xvii 


She has to leave her job. She cannot leave 
Her job. She has to get some sleep. 

She cannot sleep. Sleep’s 

A series of marble columns 


That smell of dried blood. 


Also: sleep interrupts the time that’s left 
To get sleep. And: food 

Doesn't want to stay down. Still, she 
Has to leave her job 


Even though she cannot leave it. 


Outside, a chainsaw burrows through a limb 
All morning, water doesn’t stop 

Running through the tap 

Marked H. And then in the middle 

Of the night, the smoke 


Detector begins its short cries for batteries 


(its insides don’t feel well, start to uncoil): Please. Please. 
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XVI111 


Each day at the end of a long day, still 
Longer than the last one, which lasts 
Long to begin with; 

A calendar that never stops 


Running, that’s inked in 


With times and names in shorthand of numbers 
And letters— Each day 

Piled up with details in little 

Mounds of salt that just 


Sit there, pale, uneaten, stared at. 


The days long and colorless, tall glasses 
Of water that have to be drunk: 

How many tiny 

Uncountable hairs can be found 


Feathered in the rug? 


Gray looks out from the kitchen at the rain beating 


Up on leaves. Each day ends with black bowls emptying. 
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Xxii 


Every chandelier on, his family looked 
For each other as snow piled up 
Slowly, painfully 

In white bandages against steps, 


Bushes, windows, to 


Leave them all as stranded there as victims 
Of memory loss—what 

Was it that wouldn’t be brought back? 
Between the cherry’s 


Shorn limbs from the freeze and the lone 


Lilac that stared back at St. Joseph’s red 
Depths, the burnt tree stump and sidewalk 
That in summer teems 

With black ants, who could say why they 
Still stayed together? 


They glanced like strangers about to cross a long bridge. 


Everyone looks up, has to, at the river’s edge. 
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xix 


When Gray looks up, how many others look 
Back? Their faces leak, minds teem with 
The idea he’s old. 

He is old. Shoes the same size as 


His feet. Coat, briefcase 


Both frayed at the edges. And his mouth stays 
Open too long, to 

Breathe in thoughts or as if always 

Emerging from sleep. 


So Gray’s left alone, which is why 


He’s always walking on the outside edge 
Of the sidewalk. On each café 

Table, there’s a red 

Carnation, and, behind a small 


Door, a canvas hose. 


Outside, maple shadows die on poured concrete walls. 


The one driver in each car stops at the light, stalls. 
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In each vehicle, the male or female 
Sits looking forward; on the wheel 
Their left hand catches 

The sun off a cuff or watchband. 


Here, where the tiny 


Red flowers are burning up, is where Gray’s 
Heart, hearing, stretch out 

To take it all in as if he’s 

Drowning, gasping: cup, 


Table, window—empty, except 


For dark roofs jutting above a vacant 
Bus and its windows’ fingerprints. 
He writes everything 

To not lose it, he mouths the world 


Out loud to himself. 


Like a crazy person? Gray is crazy. “You, eat,” 


Yelps a mom, hitting her kid’s head. A Coke spills, sweet. 
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Xxi 

And twice a day he calls the phone machine 
At home to see if his wife is 

Sleeping or not, to 

Not lose her. He mouths words to her 


But he’s not happy— 


That’s the thing he can’t say most of their lives: 
He is desperately 

Unhappy, that’s what his hands type 

Into his machine. 


Has he become a machine? He 


Multiplies ways to be unhappy on 

Paper staring back from drawers. “I 

Am a hollow thing,” 

He thinks. “Everything pours through me: 


Noises, lives, feelings. 


This is not my home. The earth swings by me and I’m 


Not on it. Pm here under my eyelids, words primed.” 
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Ill 


From one gray house to this one 


XXili 


Their house had one big floor cut up into 
Smaller and smaller rooms. What could 
Have gone wrong in them? 

And each room’s window looked out on 


A different tree. Each 


Of their branches stopped an arms-width of snow 
From plunging down. Where 

Were those absences in the yard’s 

Waste of snow? Still, doors 


Slid, chandeliers touched the ceiling. 


Everyone had their own room named for them. 
In one, an iron bed remembered 

How a heart, flawed from 

Childhood rheumatic fever, stilled. 


Yet what wasn’t said? 


Why’s there a small hole in him? Why’s he take pictures 


Like his dad every second to make sure he’s there— 


30 


XXiV 


The house was gray, the porch was gray. The grass 
In front was gray at twenty-four 

Frames per second, air 

Crackling with black specks in fuzzy 

Daylight. What was there 


In the corner of tired eyes: gray too, dust 
Settling on the round 

Arms of armchairs; gray moods would sift 
Past the doorbell’s round 


Black button to cross through their range 


Of expressions—gray, gray, the memory gray 
Of any life lived between doors 

That slid in yellow 

Sheen of lamps, the steel-rimmed kitchen 


Table, thumbtacked chairs. 


The plates threw back hard voices. Standing on a vast 


Dark plain, alone, they drowned in blue shadow that lasts. 
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Gray recalls the five of them stuck into 
The ground, five sticks who couldn’t move 
An inch toward someone’s 

Arm, shoulder—who talked on and on 


About everything. 


Except: what’s wrong. Their mouths open, snow-flecks 
Blowing against them 

From all sides as they would stand there 

Bereft, intact. Five 


That never added up to one. 


Five that spent a lifetime waiting for small 
Flaws to surface. The mother in 

A white dress, holding 

A thermometer; dad stacking 


Cars all around him. 


Each talking about the worst thing on that night’s news— 


No one crying out for help for imagined wounds. 
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XXvi 


From one gray house to this one, one gray porch 
To another; the third floor, all 

Around him, stacked with 

Books, books—unread outnumbering 


Read. So what happened? 


“We came out here. But it always felt like 
Watching a death in 

Someone else’s family. Once 

Cops, in the middle 


Of the night, came and took our sleep.” 


Then what? “We found jobs and an apartment 
And we’ve been here ever since. We 

Have two floors, and a 

Yard that’s cement, where a dog’s tied 


Even in the rain.” 


Still, sometimes Gray’s wife will find his shoulder’s hollow 


To rest her skull in: this is their life, right here, now. 
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XXVii 


As the drone of an airplane draws down on 
The series of pointed houses 

Where Gray still lives, it 

Patiently subtracts from its height: 


One thousand and one, 


One thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine, 
Ninety-eight. Downstairs 

A baby winds up its siren. 

Everything connects. 


The dog outside tears up its bowl, 


Its LD. tag clattering on the rim. 
The day starts. Beyond the maples 
The first sunlight hits 

The bank’s gray stone cornice. At ten 


And two, a witness: 


True feelings, as the house shrinks, laid out surgically 


On a table; phone call from a distant country. 
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XXVIili 


At the bottom of the sky’s vast white, as 
Dark trees are settling on house roofs: 
The sun’s red ash, a 

Car’s headlights picking out pale, thin 
Weeds—hairs—in the field. 


Gray, writing on the third floor, looks out: up 
To the window, down 

To the page. Holding that flat world 

On his knee bones, same 


As those which keep his skin in place 


And him upright, watching the darkness turn 
The glass to mirror. Earlier 

He saw dead yellow 

Leaves crush against a fence. A mom 


pulled her baby tight 


Inside a wrap on her back. It looked out wide-eyed 


At everything falling backwards, away, behind. 
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Xxix 


“Ts there a deadline? Have I missed it? How 
Much faster can I walk as dark 

Windows turn mirror?” 

A man chases a dog into 


The wind, the sky tears 


Itself into pink shreds above an orange 
Ashy parking lot. 

Fifty years ago Gray could be 

A frightened woman 


Going house to house, asking for 


Someone to only return her look, let 
Her in, please, a war’s on. Even 
Streets are terrified. 

And Gray’s more alone than he was. 


How much time is left? 


How many more curtainless windows must he pass 


Behind all those spotlit bushes, trees—to find his? 
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“Even the streets are terrified, as you 
Die into the couch against cold 

I can’t feel. What can 

I do to rescue you, rescue 


Anyone from this— 


What can I say: don’t go back there, don’t put 
That pen in hand, don’t 

Let all those men walk through the room 
Hour by hour, 

Don't, don’t—When I can’t stop myself 


From hurrying toward each day’s death: what has 
Happened, what will happen. I can’t 

Forget anymore. 

The days load down and stay loaded. 


The night’s end is one 


More deadline I postpone, thinking, ‘Maybe today 


An envelope will open up unasked and stay.” 
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XXxxi 


“Our voices thin down into the phone’s long 
IV tube. Everything we say 

Loads down, stays loaded. 

A metal alphabet sticks in 


Our skin, small tattoos 


Of suffering which nourish us. Every 
Day we call, we write, 

To not lose that last contact out 
Beyond the outposts 

Of eyelid, fingernail.” Meanwhile 


A rock sits gray and heavy on the shelf. 
All the blinds stay lowered, winter 
Comes on and doesn’t 

Stop. The last messenger was sent 


Twenty years ago 


And has finally returned, old, tired, without word. 


After execution, the prisoners are cleared. 
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IV 


When what's important lies there untalked about 


XXXii 


“T am German. I am not German. Still, 
Still, am German.” Guilty, he’s 
Spilled his coffee; those 

At nearby tables lift their shoes, 


Wave for assistance 


Uselessly, as after a car crash, while 
His hand stays beside 

The cup. But everything wipes clean: 
Employees push through 


Swinging double-doors and vanish 


Moments later: “Sorry sorry sorry.” 
“No problem.” All is forgotten, 

Forgot. No, not quite: 

Last night Gray woke to no light, none 


Coming, just the round 


Fist of his heart. Has sleeplessness come back? The moon 


Clots up with white, hides its face—something’s due soon. 
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XXXili 


“I am German.” When Gray opens his chest’s 
Skin-flap, he can watch his heart’s black 
Gears grasp: no problem, 

All’s forgotten—what is German 


Surrounds him with its 


Fuzzy dusk rolling up a flag. Car lights 
Cut across the whole 

Plaza. He is German: black 

Iron skillet burnt blacker from grease, two 


Sharp white collar-points 


Aimed like two knives straight at his stomach. German, 
German: black tree trunks holding back 

A river, the worn 

Terminus of brick buildings lodged 

In his throat, city 


Carved from a stone tear. A photo dissolves, fire’s sucked 


Back into a house. Between teeth, memory’s stuck. 
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XXXIV 


By a river’s dark throat he embraces 
A black umbrella’s terrible 

Urgency. He clasps 

A pen, glasses, and hat, each black, 
To hold back his thoughts. 


Who’s watching? Do police gaze? Everyone 
Does. What’s German writes 

From him, unmasking his forehead 

In dusty windows. 


Torn tissue flaps in a dead tree. 


Gray recalls a forest of red flowers 
On café tables, stuck in glass 
Teardrops. When the end 

Of the end comes with a light rain 


On cement, he sees, 


Behind a chain-link fence, cars sitting atop each 


Other. A crane swings its round, heavy, black damage. 
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“Tam German.” This the central meaning 
Of the century in which Gray 

Landed, and spent one 

Entire life in its minuiae 


At a teardrop’s end. 


Is this it? To look back 30 years hence 
And realize these dim 

Days are it, were it, that things go 

On like this awhile 


Then stop? Every star is a plane. 


They move further away, a house lit up 
Inside. Gray is hanging next year 

Beside files silent 

And white, stuffed with good news and bad 
Crumpled together: 


Photographs of the doomed captioned with wedding names. 


The anonymous witness’ face a vague stain. 
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XXXVi 


What will happen. What can happen. The day’s 
Light dies out yellow on the house 

Opposite. So what’s 

Left: a blue pool, empty, bluer 

Than any other; 


A blinking traffic signal, suspended, 
Warning how things get 

Worse and worse; behind the fog’s thick 
Gauze, an answering 


Beacon—dull, orangish—as the year- 


To-come spreads out its flat, white hours. A 
Hand reaches out at corners to 

Take something or give 

Something back, bodies of coats drape 


On fences, Gray sees 


The moon get bigger, trees more crippled—tells the cab 


The same route, the same story: it’s that house, in back. 
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XXXVii 


The circuit breaks. Heart stalls. Gray walks into 
His life twenty years ago, hill 

Full of lit windows 

Behind thin black trees. In open 


Carports: lumber, tools. 


But Gray’s family is not in these houses. 
Gray’s house no longer 

Exists, with its inky smudges 

On doorways. Enroute 


To his next death, halfway there, cars 


Roll by individual, alone, lights 

Off. Today’s the day of Gray’s birth 
And death. Behind glass 

At the gas station, what’s changed? It 
Keeps going like this. 


The script heads toward someone who’s almost this and that, 


Who tries repeatedly, desperately. Then, exit. 
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XXXVIil 


Still, still Gray keeps waiting for the future 
To begin, like a marked-off day 

That rolls by alone 

And individual amid 

Thin black trees and then, 


Then, something different begins. Gray awaits 
The background humming 

Of microphones and white tables 

To unfold. Meanwhile 


He’s between things: on a train, in 


A restaurant. He keeps a capped pen next 
To his heart. When train windows flash 
By, opposite, Gray 

Catches glimpses of another 


Time, space. He can’t wait 


To be taken to it. “Let me see. Fifty more 


Years, maybe, times three-six-five looks at the river—” 


47 


XXXix 


Still, when train windows flash past the river’s 
Darkness, Gray has to look up each 

Time: “Is it still there? 

Do the buildings still reflect? Should 


I start counting back 


To zero, like pills in a bottle, each 
Time the sun bounces 

Off my glasses? And when I reach 
It, then what happens?” 


The phone rings—more bad news. The phone’s 


Leaking again. This is the time for screams. 
When everyone is looking at, 

Into, the blue soul 

Of their computer screen. When small 


Issues headline for 


Crack-downs, or -ins, -againsts. Maybe crack-away-froms. 


When what’s important lies there untalked about, numb. 
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This is the time for screams. At everyone 
Behind a desk. At everyone. 

To unleash, crossing 

the street or stopped at a Don’t Walk, 


A voice at the coiled 


Labyrinth of powerlessness. More bad 
News: the pain doesn’t 

End. The good news: why’s not certain, 
Therefore, undeadly. 

The other bad news: the doctor 


Couldn’t find a wrong shadow or faulty 
Count. Good news: legally, one can’t 
Prove a negative. 

Therefore, the pain will continue. 


Her life will become 


Its life. In a triple ceremony, they'll wed 


The ache in her upper abdomen, exchange blood. 


49 


Epilog 


So, this is the time for screams. At doctors, 
Each doctor’s pain, schedule. Gray’s life 
Will become a scream. 

At politicians in café 


Booths, standing outside 


Factory gates. At what goes on and keeps 
Going on. Nothing 

Else can possibly do any 

Good. It’s late. A fire 


Shouts, a sandbag wall splits—run, bring 


The umbrellaed tables in. It’s late. Each 
Car carries a rim of brightness, 

The flag folds on its 

Pole. Then, from everywhere, nowhere, 


A piano drifts 


Till Gray can’t breathe, speak or remember when he fell 


In. A cup, crimped napkin, his testimonial. 
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